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Paul Wood is best known as the coeditor of the rich three-volume collection Art in Theory: An 
Anthology of Changing Ideas, and also as an advocate for a world art history perspective. 
Ordinarily, Wood’s commitment to a wider geocultural perspective would align him with 
postcolonialism in any debate about art and the Western world. In his new book, Western Art and 
the Wider World, Wood appears to confirm this affinity at many points in his argument. For 
instance, he notes that “all stories of modern art have been told by Europeans and Americans 
about Europe and America” (101). In fact, until very recently, the classic story of modernism 
was confined to select Western European and largely northeastern American stories—indeed, at 
its height it often focused on just two cities, Paris and New York.  
Wood declares that this geographical confinement “is now emphatically over” (101). The 
global condition of art today is “completing the undoing of the modern system of the arts” (103). 
By “modern system,” Wood relies on the definition supplied by Paul Oskar Kristeller, who 
contends that this system emerged in the eighteenth century by elevating certain art forms to the 
status of “major” arts (music, poetry, architecture, and certain forms of visual art, such as 
painting and sculpture), while other practices (tapestry, gardening) were diminished to the status 
of “‘minor’ or principally decorative arts” (102). 
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The period beginning with this modern system of art in the eighteenth century is a 
challenging one for Wood’s analysis of Western art.1 As he admits while discussing Hegel, 
“Almost any text written in Europe in the late eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries will be 
marred by some form of more or less implicit racism, sexism, Eurocentrism, etc.” (123). 
Nonetheless, Wood’s grand ambition is to reinvigorate the study of Western art by outlining its 
exchanges with the rest of the world, by examining how it engaged with different cultures, and 
how different cultures encountered the West, chiefly through its representational system of 
perspective. Starting with the Renaissance (Renaissance Venice in particular), Western Art and 
the Wider World seeks to plot a history of at first daunting and uncertain, sometimes inquisitive, 
often ambivalent, and ultimately assertive Western engagements with the rest of the world.  
While the unraveling of the “modern” or academy model of art plays a crucial role in 
helping to explain the global situation of art today, it is perspective that plays a central role in 
Wood’s history of Western art and its encounters with the wider world. It underpinned the 
“academic European frame,” which “absorbed the world into itself” (131), but perspective also 
underpins the meandering, though detailed, geopolitical treatment that Wood traces throughout 
Western Art and the Wider World. From its origins as a product of cultural interaction, 
perspective was not initially credited as a model of cultural superiority; it appears in the context 
of Venetian fear and a sense of frailty, but it is also an index of Venetian expediency in dealing 
with the Ottomans. Eventually perspective is viewed as a scientific model and subsequently 
becomes “the stumbling block to a fuller engagement with the visual cultures of the wider 
world” (119). The “emerging scientific temper” afforded by models like perspective created a 
distance between observer and observed, between subject and object (66). The presumed 
superiority of the perspectival representational system, its quality of lifelikeness, “served to 
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reduce the openness of European artists to the products of other cultures” (66, emphasis in 
original). 
Wood’s recalibration of Western art history is bold, but apt to be read the wrong way 
from the postcolonial point of view. Clearly, his work on Art in Theory has granted Wood a 
sense of the artistic and cultural complexity over the long period from Renaissance Venice to the 
present that his new book aims to cover. While it has almost become a default position for 
postcolonial critics to refer to the homogenizing impetus of the West, Wood draws attention to 
the “artistic diversity” found over the long expanse of his impossibly broad, yet simultaneously 
intricate and highly nuanced analysis (123). Wood does not recoil from the challenge of Edward 
Said’s diagnosis of orientalism and readily concedes that Europeans attitudes were “touched to 
some degree by shades of ‘orientalism’” if not fortified by a “pseudoscientific, racist 
essentialism” (114). Despite acknowledging this deeply troubling legacy, Wood’s almost 
quixotic ambition is to inspire both a new understanding of Western art history and more 
“openness in the teaching of the subject in future” (123).  
While Wood is happy to challenge culturally limited art history, he does suggest 
(following the argument of the historian John Darwin) that the story of his chosen period turns 
out to be “far more contested, confused and chance-ridden” than the usual tales of Western 
imperialism’s unmitigated success or its “inexorable rise to Western supremacy” (105). What 
grants Wood’s analysis its currency is its reexamination of the Western legacy within the context 
of globalization as well as the postcolonial emphasis on cultural difference at a time when 
contemporary art is becoming a pervasive cultural phenomenon.  
Once upon a time, art history seemed more straightforward. It was possible to envisage 
art following a destiny, one dictated by an internal logic to uncover “an unchanging formal 
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essence . . . arrived at by peeling away supposedly cutaneous layers of culturation” (285). At the 
broader cultural level, Europeans long imagined a teleological progression—a general historical 
and artistic chronological order—that confirmed the West as the best (largely meaning the 
Western European initially, then subsequently the American as the supreme measures of 
aesthetic as well as of critical vitality). With the advent of postcolonial critique and Said’s attack 
on orientalism, it became de rigueur to pierce the narrow cultural and social parameters of these 
assumptions in order to expose the myopia of their fantasies and to show how they presumed to 
account for everything (usually negatively) against their own Western image. The critique 
rendered it possible to unmask the dubious social reality lurking behind such lofty teleological 
projections. This meant, for instance, divulging the lack of universalism in all pretense to 
universality, and by contesting the way in which such a “progressive” center could proclaim 
equal and universal rights for all its own citizens (for the first time in history, albeit at first 
selectively), while actively and often ruthlessly undermining this potential within its colonies, 
especially for its indigenous populations and if the potential clashed with profits. 
We might presume that once this critical effort has been achieved, it would be possible to 
bask in our collective achievement at finally superseding the myopia of former presumptions. 
Then art history could begin its reflections anew from the vantage point of all the correct 
motivations. Of course, this moment has yet to arrive. Instead, a critical reckoning is underway, 
which is taking debate in many directions, while posing as many questions as it does answers: Is 
the pervasiveness of contemporary art a direct reflex of globalization? Is this globalism another 
universalism? Or is it simply the artistic-cultural reflex of capitalism, even if it occurs in the 
guise of a new compulsory, cosmopolitan multiculturalism? Is the contemporary this new 
universal? Or is it something completely different, representing a complete break from 
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modernism and any other Western contaminants? Is every instance of claims to universalism, 
whether in ethics or aesthetics, just a reflex of Western values and interests? Is globalization 
another instance of the same homogenizing Euro-American perspectives that ultimately have the 
effect of annihilating cultural difference, while furiously celebrating difference as if by official 
decree? Or is there a new form of awareness and vitality that can achieve novel, complex 
understandings across distinct societies, regions, and cultures?  
This critical reckoning comes toward the end of a long period of critical reevaluation. It 
has challenged the limited cultural horizons of disciplines such as literary studies and art history 
by targeting their fixation on discrete national boundaries, styles, and historical periods, along 
with their implicit Eurocentric assumptions. Western Art and the Wider World should be viewed 
as part of this critical reckoning. It wrestles with the aftermath of the postcolonial moment—that 
is, the endeavor of art history once this critique is taken into account. For Wood, there is no 
question of falling for the temptation to revert to a “business as usual” mode and to pretend all 
these challenges never occurred. Wood accepts the postcolonial challenge and even argues that it 
opens up art history to considerations that extend its analysis beyond the narrow focus of 
“formalism and idealism” that dominated the “Anglo-American sphere after the end of the 
Second World War” (128).  
An equally important feature of this critical perspective is that certain verities associated 
with these stances (both orthodox and critical) are breaking down, but this means inquiry can 
take many different paths. For instance, the extremely narrow lens through which modernist 
studies has been viewed has led some to declare that contemporary art constitutes a wholly new 
model of art, one which marks a definitive break from all things modern and Western. An 
example is Terry Smith’s account of “contemporaneity,” which adheres to the paradigm shift 
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argument. Rather than worrying about the undoing of the modern art system, Smith defines 
contemporaneity as a complete break from confined, Western-centric art world conceptions. The 
postcolonial condition, for Smith, means that artists from the margins are now rewriting their 
histories by taking their themes and experiences to the metropolis. This change is evident 
through exhibitions such as the Havana biennial (Bienal de La Habana).2 Smith’s account 
associates modernity with a belief in teleological progression, as well as cultural homogeneity, 
and contemporaneity, by contrast, with its disruption. Contemporaneity is defined by the 
complexity of our current situation, which arises from many irresolvable antinomies (for 
example, the focus on particularism as against generalization). Smith recommends keeping the 
antinomies in the mix rather than resolving them because both have virtues, albeit as antinomies; 
thus it is necessary to “bring to bear on them an ‘engaged relativism’” (279). 
Wood is critical of Smith’s approach. The reliance on irresolvable antinomies produces 
nothing more critical, for Wood, than a “floating pluralist relativism” and devising a project that 
accepts the “advertising copy of contemporary capital” (280). It is interesting to observe that 
Smith and Wood are addressing the same issue (the state of contemporary art and culture); they 
both come from a similar art-historical generation and background (with a formative interest in 
Conceptual art), and yet they arrive at completely different conclusions. Wood suggests a degree 
of complicity between Smith’s account of contemporaneity and “a neo-liberal capitalist 
formation” (281), but I think this overstates the case. Smith’s ambition is to produce as 
convincing and genuinely valid an account of the present situation as Wood and everyone else 
involved in this contemporary critical reckoning. 
The real bone of contention rests elsewhere. At the outset, Wood establishes that he is not 
fond of “what has been dubbed ‘radical particularism’” (5), as well as the cultural relativism 
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found in many contemporary formulations, even the “engaged relativism” that Smith feels 
provides productive insights into the tenor of contemporaneity. While Wood opposes the 
imposition of “Western definitions of art on the practices of other societies,” he believes there is 
much at stake in holding to old-fashioned, seemingly archaic concepts “such as reason and 
history. I continue to value facts, accuracy, and the criteria of testability. I acknowledge that I 
may not always succeed, but I think that if those criteria are abandoned and radical relativism is 
accepted, we are in Babel . . . in which the weakness of reason opens the door to power as the 
arbiter of what has to be believed” (5–6). With this declaration, Wood draws the line in the sand 
for critical cross-cultural analysis.  
Now something of an orthodoxy, postcolonial critique is producing its own reductive 
formulations to replace the ones it has vanquished. Wood is particularly concerned with the 
doctrinaire conflations that reduce art or philosophy to a mere symptom or “reflex of imperialism 
and racism” (114; see also 128). But his efforts to achieve a more nuanced and open approach to 
the inquiry into Western art appear forlorn, however, when postcolonial art historians can still 
produce statements in leading art-historical journals such as “The universal claims of the 
aesthetic are a defining feature of the idea of [the] West because they justify the West’s 
imperialist ambitions.”3 This uncompromising and dismissive attitude is the academic brick wall 
that a book like Western Art and the Wider World will run into.  
For Wood, this reduction is exacerbated by the “neglect of the aesthetic dimension as if it 
were no more than the symptom of a now vanquished orthodoxy” (129). The evacuation of 
probing aesthetic inquiry is where his real dispute with Smith’s account of contemporaneity 
rests, though Wood does not fully develop this point. Because Smith’s argument rests on the 
assumption of an absolute schism, or split, from the Western modernist legacy, the contention, 
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oddly for an art historian, leaves his account without a credible aesthetic alternative. This is not 
to say that Smith does not deploy aesthetic judgments throughout his studies of contemporaneity. 
Rather, it means that his theory of contemporaneity (implicitly his analysis of works) must fall 
back on sociological explanations of postcolonial artworks—thereby judging works by the 
degree to which they accord with the correct identity, region, or non-Western, nonmodernist 
content. Otherwise his analysis must inevitably be drawn back to modernist aesthetic 
frameworks and resources (which Conceptual art has prompted Smith to be dubious about). 
The modernist legacy is a complicated one for Wood’s account too. The contention about 
the unraveling of the modern system of art appears almost midway through Western Art and the 
Wider World, and it can be viewed as the pivotal point in his argument. It is possible to read 
Wood’s book as an attempt to outline the story leading up to this undoing, while offering a 
diagnosis of what follows in its wake. In other words, the book can be read forward to its end 
from the point about the unraveling of the modern system to a still emerging global system 
today, as well as backward to chart a whole history of uncertain, ambivalent, and finally assertive 
Western engagements with the wider world that led to the establishment of this system, but also 
its ultimate undoing. To grasp this tale of transformation, Wood nevertheless acknowledges the 
obvious: the modern system in the arts had a beginning, and that beginning was European (103). 
It is therefore imperative for such a diagnosis to investigate the European history, which is the 
central task of Western Art and the Wider World.  
The complication for the book’s argument is that modernism cannot simply be equated 
with Kristeller’s account of the modern system of the arts. First of all, as mentioned, the modern, 
hierarchical system of fine arts was a target of many modernist programs—the first chance the 
avant-garde was given to design an alternative, modernist art education program it sought to 
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dismantle this hierarchical system (think of the Bauhaus curriculum or those proposed by the 
Constructivists). By Wood’s own admission, this undoing was initially provoked by the 
modernist avant-gardes. For Wood, it was chiefly triggered “by Conceptual art in the 1960s,” but 
also prompted by the neo-avant-garde of the 1950s, as well as “anticipated by certain 
manifestations of the avant-garde in the earlier twentieth century” (103, 131). The modernist 
undoing of the eighteenth-century hierarchical model, in other words, is a key component 
explaining the current state of art and culture.  
The legacy the model leaves is one Wood concludes with while briefly analyzing Fiona 
Tan’s work Disorient (2009), which he describes as a passage of discovery of a “world made out 
of history and geography . . . of passages through difference, of contact and overlap” (286). It 
could be read as a leitmotif for the entire book. Wood’s critical voice in these discussions is 
intriguing—it is at once cautious, tentative, almost apologetic, sincere, and open, but also 
insistent and pertinacious. Art, he concludes, must still look both to the mutable, real world 
around it and to eliciting “a different sense of the world” (287).  
The legacy is active in a work by the Saudi Arabian artist Sarah Abu Abdallah, Saudi 
Automobile (2011), in which the artist is filmed painting a wrecked car—in her own words “like 
icing a cake.” The incongruous action of painting an abandoned wreck is performed as if it were 
a pious ritual, “as if beautifying the exterior would help fix the lack of functionality within the 
car. This wishful gesture was the only way I could get myself a car—cold comfort for the current 
impossibility of my dream that I, as an independent person, can drive myself to work one day.” 
In the act of painting the abandoned car pink, Abu Abdallah—dressed in traditional (black) 
abaya and sneakers—references feminist art, performance art, and monochrome painting, while 
pointing to traditional prohibitions that prevent her from driving and thus leading a fully 
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independent life. There is no squeamishness about rallying to universal calls for gender equality 
here when it comes to defying traditional cultural expectations. The work appears deceptively 
simple, but it strikes a chord with the space of inquiry for which Wood seeks to provide room. It 
is a work that points to a shared concern with the constraints of a lived reality, even across 
widely differing cultural contexts, while also drawing on the aesthetic dimension, which 
constantly gestures to and pursues what lies outside the bounds of the given.  
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Notes 
 
                                                        
1 Wood argues that globalization is “completing the undoing” of the highly stratified “modern” 
system of the arts described by Kristeller, but this process was “definitely inaugurated by 
conceptual art in the 1960s” and also “anticipated by certain manifestations of the avant-garde in 
the earlier twentieth century.” (p. 103) This suggests that what is commonly understood as 
modernism was internally divided against this hierarchical differentiation of the arts; see Wood, 
Chapter Four.  
2 See “The Postcolonial Turn,” chapter 9, in Terry Smith, What Is Contemporary Art? (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
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3 Ian McLean, “Post-Western Poetics: Postmodern Appropriation Art in Australia,” Art History 
37, no. 4 (September 2014): 645. 
